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Introducing
North America’s

Largest Native Game Bird

By Dennis Bara

The wild turkey has staged one of the most
successful comebacks in the history of wildlife
management and expanded into areas where it

was never thought possible . . .
including Washington.

T he turn of the century was a bleak
period for the dwindling popula-
tions of many wildlife species in the
Uniled States, including North Amer-
ica’s largest native game bird, the
wild turkey.

Although the wild turkey is not known
to have been native to Washington, re-
searchers in other states have discovered
remains of this bird dating back to 400
A.D. Early Indian cultures used the tur-
key in a varicty of ways. Many included
turkey in their diets. Some made primi-
tive awls from the bones; others used it
exclusively for its feathers in such crafts
as feathcr weaving.

The first European settlers found large
numbers of wild turkeys on the East
Coast, and they ate turkey regularly. As
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settlements expanded, however, turkey
populations declined, mostly through
loss of forests and conversion of prime
turkey habitat to agricultore. Blackhead
disease, transmitted by domestic poul-
try, may have heen another factor in the
decline. Furthermore, no regulations
governed the use of wild turkeys until
1900.

The severc decline and the fact that
scveral states were unable to verify any
population of the birds at all provided
impetus for rescue efforts that led the
way to onc of the most successful come-
backs in wildlifc management. Today,
turkeys inhabit all of the lower 48 states
and Hawaii.

Because the turkey is casily domesti-
cated, the logical solution to the problem
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Washington. The adult gobbler, center, may weigh from 15 to 27 pounds, about
twice the size of a hen.

of augmenting wild turkey populations
secmed to be raising the birds on game
furms for releasc in the wild. But for sev-
eral years all such attempts failed. Gene-
tic deterioration and the inability of
domestic turkey varieties 1o adapt to the
wild led wildlife managers to abandon
game-tfarmreleases.

Transplanting birds from the few re-
maining wild populations seemed a bet-
ter approach. Early attempts to capture
wild stock proved difficult, and it wasn’t
until the cannon net was developed that
wildlilc managers had a practical method
for catching the birds. The technique in-
volve shooting nets from guns out over
a [lock, trapping the birds beneath. Once
it became possible to capture and trans-
plant them, improved forest praclices
and legal protection, as well as en-
thusiastic public support, helped speed
the wild turkey’s comeback.

As successful releases took place, re-
searchers discovered that although much
of us original range was gone, the wild
turkey was capable of breaking ecologi-
cal bamiers and expanding into arcas
where it was never thought possible, in-

cluding Washington.
M ale and [emale turkeys diller con-
siderably in physical appcarance.
The male, or gobbler, is about twice the
size of the hen, ranging from 15 10 27
pounds. Another noticcable difference is
in the gobbler's solid-black breast feath-
crs, which contrast with the white-tipped
breast feathers of the hen.
The gobbler has a beard  a hair-like
growth from the breast  (hat continues
te grow throughout the bird’s life. It is
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britfle and breaks off casily, so it scldom
exceeds [2 inches. The gobbler’s head is
bare and appears bluc-white. It also has
awattle - a fatty fold of skin below the
chin or throat; a caruncle, a fleshy, wart-
like outgrowth which protrudes from the
upper lorchead; and a snood, or pencil-
shaped growth which hangs across one
side of the bill. Above its feet the gobbler
has spurs, which arc lacking in the hen.

Improved forest
practices, legal
protection and
enthusiastic public
support helped speed the
wild turkey’s comeback.

Biologists divide wild turkeys into
five subspecies, primarily on the basis of
dilferences in their habitat, which are re-
flected in size and color variations.
These are the Merriam turkey of the
Rocky Mountains, the castern turkey of
thc castern United States, the Mexican
turkey of the Sierta Madre in northwest-
crn Mexico, the Rio Grande turkey of the
northeastern Mexico and Texas, and the
Florida turkey of peninsular Florida.

Biologists had tried scveral times to
introduce the wild (urkey into Washing-
ton, mostly with the castern variety and
all without widespread success. But in
the early 19605, the Merriam subspecics
wias introduced from Arizona and New
Mexico into Yakima, Stevens and Klhic-
kitat countics. The garry-oak and yel-
low-pine habitat proved suitable, and the

birds extended their range. Wild turkey
populations are now considered stable in
[ive western Washington counties,

Turkeys arc opportunistic feeders.
They eat grasshoppers, millipedes, bee-
tles, spiders, snails and earthworms, as
well as grasses, fir concs, pine cones,
mast of garry oak, snowbcrries and lorb
fruits.

The mixed fir, pine and oak forest pro-
vides the birds with food, water, cover,
roost trees and nesting sites. Turkeys [re-
quent the edges of clearings and ficlds,
but seldom wander {ar from the cover af-
[orded by the woods. They nest at the
bases of large trees and disguise their
nests with vegetation.

Roost trees are gencrally large Doug-
las firs or ponderosa pines in which the
turkeys remain perched through (he
night. During bud weather, turkeys may
remain in their roost trees until late in the
day, ahhough they may stay in the trees
for up 1o a week during periods of heavy
snowlall.

The turkcys’ daily voutine begins soon
after daybrcak, when they fly down from
the roost trees and hegin to feed. A flock
may wander up to two miles in scarch of
food and water, scratching to expose in-
sects and roots bencath leaves. As mid-
day approaches, the birds loal around,
dusting and preening themselves.

In the late afternoon, (ceding inten-
sifics before the hirds rewum to their
roosts. The turkeys enter the trees one at
a time, with usually no more than two or
three to a single trec.

The flock has # pecking order, from
the strongest to the weakest. The largest
gobbler or male is usually the dominant
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bird. Communication or “"flock talk™
continucs throughout their movemenis.
Turkeys scidom fly unless they detect
unfamilizr movement, such as might in-
dicate the presence of a predator.

Yet predators arc not considered a
scrious threat to aduolt furkeys. Foxes,
coyotes, bobcats. preat horned owls and
cagles occasionally take wild lurkeys,
but i bigger threat Lo the flock is poscd
by nest predators: skunks, raccoons and
OpPOSLINS.

T he turkey’s reproduction cycle be-
gins in the spring. As with many
witdlife species, the growing length of
daylight stimulates sceretion of hor-
moncs that spark the gobbler’s courtship
behavior and aggression toward other
males. The bird’s head turns bright red,
a part of its courtship display. Mean-
while. the hen’s reproductive organs pre-
parc to accepl the gobblers” advances.
Both scxes become very vocal in their (-
tempts {0 aftracl cach other, with most
mating activily occurring in early morn-
ing.

Once copulation has occurred, the hen
can store sperm in 4 pouch in the ovum.
There ir remains active for up to 56 days,
which means that mating in most cascs
need only occur once.

This release took place in the early 19605 in

As the mating cycle peaks, the hens
seek oul suitable nesting sites, gencrally
near water and cover. Turkeys are spon-
tancous nesters and do not build nests:
they simply lay their eggs and cover
them with available leaves or twigs.

The hen lays onc egp al a time and
leaves the site, returning in a day or two
tor lay again. Once she has laid four or
five egps, she becomes more regular,
laying onc egg a day until she has 8 to [7
e the clatch.

The eggs remain dormant until inco-
bation begins. During the 28-day incuba-
tion period, the hen leaves the nest only
lor food and watcr,

The poults, or wurkey chicks, will usu-
ally hatch within & 24-hour period. They
grow rapidly on an inscct diet and arc
capable of short-distance flight in about
two weeks. AL six weeks they can safcly
roost in trees. Hens and poul(s remain in
family groups, while gobblers kecp to
themselves. By Sceptemnber, the poults
weigh 7 10 10 pounds and are ready to
face the winter.

I n the fall, when the turkey population
is at its muximum, the Game Dcepart-
ment allows a limited hunting scason on
the birds. The departtment has also estab-
lished a md-April. gobblers-only scason

the Yakima region. Wild turkey

for shotgun or bow and arrow. The sca-
son takes place after the peak mating
period, when the gobbler becomes “ex-
cess bagguge.™

A turkey hunter must display great
paticnce,  skill, perseverance  and
sportsmanship. He has no pointing dog
or decoys to help him; he must match
wits with his quarry by imitating « wide
varicty of calls. The yeip and cackle of
the hen, contented clucks, purrs and
whincs are all part of the repertoire the
hunter must master.

Even so, the turkey has the advantage,
with ifs acute eyesight and hearing, and
its powerful flight capabilities. Only 5 to
8 percent of turkey hunters are successful
euach year. The rest must be satisfied just
to hear the sound of a distant gobbler or,
mare rarely, to see a gobbler’s green, red
and bronze feathers reflecting the sun-
light just beyond pun range.

Yet for many of us who accept the
unique challenges of hunting wild wr-
keys, experiences like these are enough
lo lure us back to Washington’s turkey
country yeuar after year. O

Dennis Barci is president of the Wash-
ingion State Chapter, National Wild
Turkey Federation.

populations suffered a severe decline at the turn of the century, but today they
inhabit all the lower 48 states and Hawaii.
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